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The plumage of the adult bird is a slaty black in both
sexes, with the bill and shield on the forehead a beautiful
white, and the feet a sort of indeterminate greenish-grey
colour. Young birds are brown with some white on the
underparts.

The Coot is a big bird for this family, being sixteen in-
ches long, with a wing of over eight from knuckle to tip.
The shank is rather over two inches long, and the middle
toe considerably longer, but the bill is comparatively
short, about an inch from the corner of the mouth to the
tip. The claws are long and sharp, and the bird scratches
and bites hard. This is a very widely-spread bird, rang-
ing over most of Europe and Asia, including India and
Burma, but not Ceylon. Many Coots only come to us for
the winter, but many also breed here ; a bird I kept
on the Indian Museum tank moulted in the cold weather,
like so many of our resident ducks, showing that he
belonged to the native race. The Coot, as Dr. Blanford
justly remarks, is more like a duck than a Rail in many
of its habits. It keeps much to open water, being rather
a swimming than a walking bird, although it can get
about well on land ; and it flies more strongly than most
Rails, though very awkward at starting.

It feeds on water-plants and small aquatic animals, and
frequently dives for its food, taking a spring to do so,
which lifts its body clear of the water. It is often found
in great numbers, and ducks appear to like its company,
so that it is a good bird to encourage where their
presence is desired. In the hills it breeds in May and
June, but later in the plains, making a large rough nest
of weeds and rushes in shallow water among the reeds.
The eggs may be as many as a dozen, and are grey or pale
brown speckled or spotted with black, and nearly two
inches long. Coots are edible, but need skinning, as the
skin is tough and rank in taste.